THE   IMMORTAL   REAR-GUARD
on the "west of the ghostly site. Next day his men dis-
covered some fugitives, who had been wounded during
the battle of September yth and left behind in a hastily
converted hospital, where there was less, food than
vermin. Such things "were a stringent, ghoulish re-
flection on Ney's dream of war, with its lustre and ringing
burdens; but still, less perturbing than the picture of
teamless cannon.
Some hours more of monotonous plodding, after
which, on November ist, Ney reached the town of
Viasma. Here the retreating inhabitants had not been
so thorough in their usual work of destruction, and it
was possible for some of the 3rd Corps to exchange the
open for a roof shelter at night. But barely a day's rest
was possible, for it came to hand that the Russians had
forced a wedge between Ney and the two rearmost
corps, which -were now striving to win through to his
present position.
It was imperative for Ney to hold on, and he did so
at the cost of a hard day's fighting on the >rd, when he
beat off several assaults. By nightfall he was firmly
established, while contact was regained with the corps
which had been threatened and later burst a way through
the Russian barrier. There was still an epoch of fight
in the Grand Army, for all its apparent disorder and the
sullen days darkening its passage.
For although the November cold was not yet con-
tinuous there was no longer a misty sun to gild the
marsh and woodland ahead of the retiring columns.
Grey weather was settling down, and the nights of
fourteen or fifteen hours were growing longer. But not-
withstanding the plight and peril of its human element,
the Retreat was on the point of being raised to an
immortal venture. For such wTas the legacy of the
Revolution, a belief in the power derived from chaos
and in death as the inspiration of life, by which the Grand
Army claimed an existence.
The form of this was the giving of an order, to the